Ethnic disparities in undergraduate pre-clinical and clinical performance.
Research from numerous medical schools has shown that students from ethnic minorities underperform compared with those from the ethnic majority. However, little is known about why this underperformance occurs and whether there are performance differences among ethnic minority groups. This study aimed to investigate underperformance across ethnic minority groups in undergraduate pre-clinical and clinical training. A longitudinal prospective cohort study of progress on a 6-year undergraduate medical course was conducted in a Dutch medical school. Participants included 1661 Dutch and 696 non-Dutch students who entered the course over a consecutive 6-year period (2002-2007). Main outcome measures were performance in Year 1 and in the pre-clinical and clinical courses. Odds ratios (ORs) with 95% confidence intervals (CIs) were estimated by logistic regression analysis for ethnic subgroups (Surinamese/Antillean, Turkish/Moroccan/African, Asian, Western) compared with Dutch students, adjusted for age, gender, pre-university grade point average (pu-GPA), additional socio-demographic variables (first-generation immigrant, urban background, first-generation university student, first language, medical doctor as parent) and previous performance at medical school. Compared with Dutch students, Surinamese and Antillean students specifically underperformed in the Year 1 course (pass rate: 37% versus 64%; adjusted OR 0.40, 95% CI 0.27-0.60) and the pre-clinical course (pass rate: 19% versus 41%; adjusted OR 0.57, 95% CI 0.35-0.93). On the clinical course all non-Dutch subgroups were less likely than Dutch students to receive a grade of ≥ 8.0 (at least three of five grades: 54-77% versus 88%; adjusted ORs: 0.17-0.45). Strong ethnic disparities exist in medical school performance even after adjusting for age, gender, pu-GPA and socio-demographic variables. More subjective grading cannot be ruled out as a cause of lower grades in clinical training, but other possible explanations should be studied further to mitigate the disparities.